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Memories

The struggle of man against power is the struggle of 
memory against forgetting.

—Milan Kundera,  
The Book of Laughter and Forgetting

Gourgen Mkrtich Yanikian was too focused on his mission to 
be concerned with his depleted finances on the morning of 
January 27, 1973. He owed $2,400 to creditors and was living 

off welfare checks and loans from friends which amounted to handouts 
he could never hope to repay with the $12 in his bank account. Yet he 
decided to forego a regular room and rent a cottage at $37.10 a night 
to impress his guests, diplomats from the Turkish Consulate in Los 
Angeles.1

Though rage filled his heart, he coolly followed the plan he had 
mapped out months earlier. After instructing a hotel maid to clean his 
room and ordering a buffet lunch to be served at noon, he groomed his 
woolly mustache and put on a white beret and brown tweed overcoat. 
Yanikian’s vitality belied his age. At seventy-seven, he could still intimi-
date men half his age when standing with his barrel chest out. His hair 
hung back in an unkempt style, mimicking the students and hippies 
at the local university he had spent much of his time with since his 
wife of forty-eight years had slid into unconsciousness. Deeply creased 
cheeks sagged at the sides of his face. His pitch-black eyebrows rose 
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steadily upward as they approached his temples, sharply contrasting 
with his silver mane and endowing him with a menacing countenance. 
His voice, thick, raspy, and muddled by accents from various tongues, 
could bellow belligerently when his anger rose.2

Satisfied with his appearance, Yanikian filled two guns with twelve 
bullets apiece. His hands barely trembled. Bullets loaded, he placed 
the blue .25-caliber Browning he had purchased from Ott’s hardware 
store in Santa Barbara inside a dresser drawer. He fit the other semi-
automatic, a 9mm Luger pistol, into a hollowed Who’s Who of the West 
that he had carved out especially for this occasion—Yanikian appeared 
on page 880 of the work. His inexperience with the gun, which he had 
fired twice since purchasing it from an Army veteran twenty-six years 
earlier, did not concern him.3

Five days earlier, knowing that he was unlikely to return home, 
Yanikian had packed his bags with his life’s work—a collection of self-
published pamphlets, correspondence, and books—and checked into 
Cottage No. 3, Room 34 of the Biltmore Hotel. Built in 1927, the Bilt-
more copied the signature red-tile roofs, wrought-iron grillwork, and 
cream-colored stucco walls of the Spanish Colonial architecture applied 
throughout Santa Barbara by civic leaders after an earthquake destroyed 
most of the city. Carpets of well-groomed grass broken up by copses of 
palm trees and gardens like the one facing Yanikian’s cottage covered 
its twenty-acre grounds. Two storms during Yanikian’s stay had left the 
resort unseasonably cool. On this day, the temperature reverted to a 
tepid 64 degrees as the coastal fog that stretched down from Northern 
California dissipated. Oil deposits from a rig accident that had invaded 
nearby Butterfly Beach a year earlier were in remission, allowing observ-
ers of what locals called the “American Riviera” an unspoiled view of the 
Santa Ynez mountain range jutting just north of Santa Barbara.

Yanikian had little interest in the scenery, however. He had checked 
into the hotel for a different purpose. He wanted to avenge his family’s 
loss—his people’s loss—for a decades-old crime left unpunished and 
forgotten by the world.

While Yanikian finalized lunch arrangements with the hotel staff 
and ensured the guns were hidden in their places, the forty-nine-year-
old Turkish consul, Mehmet Baydar, and his assistant, thirty-year-old 
vice consul Bahadir Demir, drove up to Santa Barbara. That Baydar 

Bobelian_Armenia_i-x;1-294_PTR.indd   2 6/23/09   9:38 AM



 Prologue: Memories 3

and Demir were married with children or that neither man was alive 
at the time of the Genocide mattered little to Yanikian. To him, they 
were symbols of the enduring injustice committed against the Arme-
nians. When the diplomats approached Room 34 of the Biltmore at 
11:30 a.m., Yanikian greeted them with a bow.4

Yanikian’s birth on March 24, 1895, came at a perilous time for his 
family. With pogroms taking place throughout the Ottoman Empire, 
Yanikian’s parents took special care to placate the colicky infant in order 
to avoid the attention of Ottoman soldiers marauding their neighbor-
hood. His family, based in Erzurum, a city on the eastern edge of the 
Ottoman Empire, managed to escape death when a friend invited 
them to hide in the Persian Consulate. Yanikian’s maternal uncle, who 
remained behind, died from a gunshot wound.5

Eventually, his family moved east to a safer location. Snowstorms 
made the mountainous journey dangerous, often stranding travelers 
until the late spring thaw. On the way, the family lost Yanikian in a 
sledding accident over a mountain pass. His thirteen-year-old brother 
Hagop, the eldest of four children, found him a few hours later still 
bundled in a blanket, half frozen. Hagop cuddled his younger brother 
on his chest to warm him. The rescue formed a special bond between 
the two boys.6

Yanikian’s family escaped the slaughter, but other Armenians were 
not as fortunate. The mass murders initially sparked in 1894 spread 
to cities inhabited by Armenians throughout the Ottoman Empire. In 
Urfa (the ancient city of Edessa, once occupied by European crusaders), 
3,000 Armenians seeking refuge from the violence were burned alive 
inside a cathedral. The latest round of persecution was another episode 
in a long line of repression of the Armenian minority by Ottoman 
rulers. From the time Yanikian was conceived to his first birthday, 
100,000 to 300,000 Armenians perished in a bloodbath described by 
the New York Times as another armenian holocaust.7

Eight years later, Yanikian, his brother Hagop, and his mother 
Epraksia returned to Erzurum to retrieve gold coins and property 
documents that they had buried in their barn. This erstwhile wealthy 
family had spent much of the money that it had taken on its harried 
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escape, and they were now desperate to retrieve their hidden posses-
sions. While Hagop dug for their box, two Turkish men wearing fezzes 
entered the barn. Yanikian and his mother remained hidden in an unlit 
portion of the building about fifteen feet away helplessly watching the 
men grab hold of Hagop. Hagop looked over to Yanikian, signaling 
to him with his eyes not to make a sound. Epraksia placed her hand 
tightly around Yanikian’s mouth to suffocate his cries. As one man 
held Hagop still, the other raised his blade into the air. Before Epraksia 
could move her hand to cover Yanikian’s eyes, the man slashed Hagop’s 
throat with one swing. When his brother’s body flopped to the floor, 
Yanikian bit into the web of his mother’s hand between the thumb and 
forefinger, leaving his face covered in blood and deforming two of her 
fingers. After the men left, Epraksia, still holding Yanikian in her arms, 
walked over to Hagop’s corpse and kissed him.8

As a civil engineering student at the University of Moscow after the 
outbreak of World War I, Yanikian heard news of atrocities taking 
place against the Armenians throughout 1915. Hundreds of articles 
printed in European and American newspapers described a crime for 
which mankind had no vocabulary. Almost daily, he read descriptions 
of events that made the 1890s massacres of his birth seem tame by com-
parison: wholesale massacres of armenians by turks, screamed one 
New York Times headline in 1915.9

Eager to find his family, whom he had not heard from since the 
outbreak of the war, Yanikian traveled to the Caucasus during the 
spring of 1915 to sign up with an Armenian volunteer regiment fight-
ing alongside the Russian army, encamped on the eastern edge of the 
Ottoman Empire. Yanikian received little training before going out to 
the front. The regiment provided him with a light khaki uniform bear-
ing red, blue, and orange stripes—the historic colors of Armenia—and 
a collection of maps. With his educational background in mind, it as-
signed him to an engineering unit of nine men responsible for scouting 
the mountainous topography ahead of the regular troops. The lightly 
armed unit carried small Browning pistols and dynamite instead of the 
bayonet-tipped rifles used by standard soldiers, and moved at night to 
avoid detection.10
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In May, his regiment pierced the Ottoman border. On the first 
day in Ottoman territory, with his unit bivouacked by a small river, 
Yanikian witnessed firsthand the horrors of which he had only heard. 
Throughout the day, a continuous stream of heads, arms, legs, torsos 
floated in the water like tree limbs. Famished after a day’s march, and 
with no alternative source of fresh water, his unit had no choice but to 
drink from the same river. Yanikian was shaken to the core.11

Over the next few weeks, the men of Yanikian’s unit often traveled 
on foot, and when they were lucky, on horseback. Everywhere they 
went, Yanikian saw mutilated bodies, abandoned homes, and destroyed 
churches. In his hometown, he found his father’s business and child-
hood home—like the rest of the Armenian quarter—burned down. 
Water fountains flowed red with blood. Decapitated bodies littered 
the churchyard where he had spent his Sunday afternoons as a child. 
Searching through the remains, Yanikian recognized a large mole on 
the face of a boy whose head had been hacked in two with a hatchet 
like a watermelon. It was his twelve-year-old nephew, who must have 
looked old enough to the killing squads to be grouped with the adult 
men for a quick death.

Next to his nephew lay his brother-in-law’s severed head, the large 
mustache still in place but his body nowhere to be found. Yanikian 
searched in vain through the mangled corpses for the body so that he 
could bury the two in the family plot at the local cemetery. A Russian 
officer told the exasperated Yanikian, “What’s the difference, everybody 
is dead, take a body.” The callous remark, likely instigated by the sight 
of so many corpses from the carnage, did not deter Yanikian. He 
persisted, and offered to pay for the burial of all the bodies, numbering 
in the hundreds. Twenty Russian soldiers gathered the bodies onto 
seven trucks, with Yanikian scanning the remains for his relative’s torso. 
They dumped the bodies in mass graves and set crosses around the site. 
Yanikian placed his family’s remains alongside his grandmother’s burial 
site. They were among the few Armenians to receive a formal funeral.12

Twenty-four other members of his extended family rotted in un-
marked graves somewhere in the Ottoman Empire, perhaps killed 
swiftly with a blow from an ax or perhaps the victims of a slow death 
brought on by pestilence and malnutrition in the desert. In all, the Ot-
toman Empire slaughtered 1.5 million Armenians and evicted 500,000 
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more from lands inhabited for 2,500 years. The tragedy would come to 
be known as the Armenian Genocide.

After World War I, a groundswell of support for the Armenians in-
spired one of the world’s first ever international human rights move-
ments. Led by the humanitarian-minded Woodrow Wilson, the United 
States alone sent $116 million (about $1.5 billion in today’s dollars) to 
the “starving Armenians”—a popular term during the 1920s—in what 
became the nation’s inaugural international aid effort. These ministra-
tions did not end with providing food and shelter to hundreds of 
thousands of refugees and orphans. The war’s victors—Britain, France, 
Italy, and the United States—vowed to prosecute the Ottoman lead-
ers responsible for what they called “crimes against humanity.” They 
entered into a treaty with the Ottoman Empire guaranteeing the Arme-
nians a national state and homeland shielded from further persecution. 
And they labored to have the Ottomans compensate the Armenians for 
their losses by returning seized property and restoring destroyed assets.

Except perhaps for the Holocaust, the outpouring of support re-
ceived by the Armenians surpassed anything undertaken for other vic-
tims of genocide in the twentieth century. “Armenia is to be redeemed,” 
Wilson told a crowd in Salt Lake City, “so that at last this great people, 
struggling through night after night of terror  .  .  .  are now given a 
promise of safety, a promise of justice. . . .”13

Despite these noble sentiments, that promise of justice was never 
delivered. Instead, the world turned its back on the Armenians, al-
lowing the perpetrators to get away with one of the greatest crimes of 
modern history. The world may have moved on, but the Armenians 
never forgot. A great crime was committed and they had nothing 
to show for it, not even an apology from the perpetrators. Nearly a 
century later, they still longed for justice.

My first encounter with the Genocide took place a few weeks shy of 
my twelfth birthday, in April 1985. I did not know it at the time, but 
it was my initiation into an old and bitter contest. Inside an Armenian 
cathedral in Manhattan, I followed along as everyone’s eyes fixed on the 
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procession of seventy survivors walking down the central aisle. A soloist 
from the choir sang the words of an Armenian prayer in an otherwise 
silent sanctuary. The incense used in the morning’s liturgy still lingered 
in the air, mixing with the heavy colognes and perfumes worn by 
parishioners. Holding red carnations, the survivors walked slowly and 
deliberately toward the front of the cathedral. Our eyes moved along 
with every step. Left foot. Right foot. Left foot. Right foot. Alongside 
each of the survivors walked a young man or woman carrying a long 
white cross. When they reached the front of the altar, each pair planted 
their cross and placed a carnation at its T-section.

At my young age, the concept of “genocide” was vague. Even the 
idea of murder seemed difficult to comprehend. Real people were not 
like the digital characters I insouciantly gunned down in video games. 
I knew there was something significant, something grave about this 
occasion. Perhaps it was the seventy survivors. People looked at them 
with admiration and sympathy. I did not know why—I had no notion 
of the gravity of the horrors they had lived through—but I could sense 
that there was something distinctive about them.

After various speeches, I joined other children walking down the 
central aisle wearing blue T-shirts with a picture of the twin peaks of 
Mount Ararat. As we stood in front of the altar, the French-Armenian 
singer Charles Aznavour addressed the crowd. “Don’t forget your par-
ents and grandparents,” he told me and all the other children. Azna-
vour, the son of two survivors, had written a song, “Ils Sont Tombés 
(They Fell)” in honor of the Genocide’s victims.

They fell that year
They vanished from the earth . . .
And the babies they tended
Left to die, left to cry
All condemned by their birth . . .

They fell like leaves
A people in its prime
Simple men kindly men
And not one knew his crime
They became in that hour
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Like the small desert flower
Soon covered by the silent wind
In sand of time . . .

They fell like tears
And never knew what for
In that summer of strife
Of massacres and war
Their only crime was life
Their only guilt was being
The children of Armenia. . . . 14

After those baby steps in 1985, I did not think much about the 
Genocide. Occasionally, the gruesome photos of stick figures limping 
in rags, or skeletons piled atop each other during April 24, the date on 
which Armenians commemorated the Genocide, made me briefly won-
der about the tragedy. As a student, I posted flyers about the Genocide 
nearly every April, but these moments were also fleeting as college life 
rarely allowed room for me to dwell on the topic. Yet, when rare open-
ended assignments came up, I chose to write about the Genocide’s 
continuing legacy on my generation each time. Looking back, it is clear 
that something was brewing inside of me.

Nearing thirty, my growing curiosity piqued an investigation into 
my family’s past. I knew my paternal grandparents had been orphaned. 
And I held on to sketchy memories of my grandfather, Levon, curs-
ing at the Turks. When I interviewed surviving family members, the 
fragments of information I collected started to form a terrible picture.

My grandfather Levon and his family were ordered to leave their 
homes in Erzurum in 1915, with little more than bags and carts to 
carry their essential belongings. On the city’s outskirts, after the adult 
males were separated from the women and children, Levon’s father, 
grandfather, and uncle were all hacked down with axes and machetes. 
Levon and his older brother joined his mother, aunts, cousins, and 
an infant brother, Ardavas, who had been born forty days earlier. The 
group was ordered to march through the desert, cross the Euphrates 
River, and settle in camps in Urfa. Every day, Levon swallowed a 
gold nugget to conceal it from the Ottoman soldiers overseeing the 

Bobelian_Armenia_i-x;1-294_PTR.indd   8 6/23/09   9:38 AM



 Prologue: Memories 9

deportation. He picked it out of his excrement and repeated the process 
throughout his journey.

Ardavas died soon after they left Erzurum. Levon’s family buried 
the infant in a makeshift grave. That night, Levon snuck back to find 
Ardavas’s grave and instead found a dog chewing on his baby brother’s 
leg. He scared the dog away and spent the night digging a deeper burial 
plot with his hands. His mother, aunts, and all but one older brother 
and one cousin died during the Genocide. In all, my grandfather lost 
twenty-eight members of his extended family.

Listening to these stories was challenging. Contemplating them 
was unendurable. While interviewing family members, I tried to soak 
in their words with the same dispassionate pursuit for information 
I utilized in every avenue of research. But on two occasions, when I 
found myself alone, I burst into tears. “Inchoo?” (why), I wondered. 
“Inchoo?”

My reaction was not unique. In fact, most descendants of the sur-
vivors—even ones several generations removed—carried with them 
the pain and frustration passed down from their ancestors. And my 
indoctrination into the heated conflict between Armenians and Turks 
over the characterization of the events of 1915 was also commonplace. 
Nearly a century after the Genocide, most Armenians refused to forget 
the past, and just as many wanted to right the wrong committed 
against their forefathers.

Uncovering my family’s experience did not end my interest in the 
Genocide, but instead fueled new questions not so much about the 
tragedy as its aftermath. I had attended Genocide commemorations 
like the one in 1985 for nearly twenty years, and there seemed to be 
no end in sight. I started to wonder how this had come about. Why 
were the Armenians still struggling for justice nearly a century after 
the Genocide? What would lead a man like Gourgen Yanikian to plot 
a cold-blooded killing spree more than fifty years after the fact? What 
happened after the Genocide, and why?

As I dug further, the answer to this mystery spawned a series of 
new questions that revealed to me that the Armenian experience was 
unique among the human rights calamities of the past century. With so 
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much widespread support for the Armenians following the Genocide, 
how did all the promises of justice made by the world’s strongest na-
tions fall through? Why did it take the Armenians nearly five decades 
to resurrect a campaign renewing the call for justice? How could an 
event as widely acknowledged as the Genocide—the world was better 
informed of the Armenian Genocide than the Holocaust while the 
respective crimes were taking place—eventually lapse from the world’s 
consciousness? How could the Turkish government succeed in denying 
the Genocide? Its history books made no mention of the catastrophe. 
Its press dismissed the Armenian experience as a hoax. Its scholars ac-
cused the Armenians of treachery. It is tough to find a comparison for 
Turkey’s posture. Only a hypothetical will suffice. Fifty years after the 
Holocaust, if Germany refused to apologize for Nazi crimes, denied 
any wrongdoing against European Jewry, and even blamed the Jews 
for their fate—and the rest of the world looked on indifferently as 
Germany spewed out these lies—then one can begin to understand the 
predicament Yanikian and the Armenians faced. How could the U.S. 
government, once the greatest champion of the Armenians after the 
Genocide, support Turkey’s cover-up?

As I began to search for the answers to these questions, I found out 
that no one had the answers. The search for them confirmed for me 
that this incredible tale I had begun to explore deserved to be rescued 
from obscurity.

A note on the usage of the term “Armenia” in this book: Today, Ar-
menia is a landlocked country about the size of Maryland, ensconced 
among a series of intersecting mountain ranges. To the north lies 
Georgia; to the east, Azerbaijan; to the south, Iran; and to the west, 
Turkey. The Armenia I speak of in the title of this book is not just 
modern-day Armenia, which gained its independence in 1991 upon 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. Nor is it the broader swath of territory 
once inhabited by the Armenians stretching from the Caspian to the 
Mediterranean seas. I speak of a more abstract Armenia not bound by 
geographic boundaries—the Armenia Charles Aznavour referred to in 
his song. The Armenia I speak of refers to a way of life encompassing 
a language with its own unique alphabet, an embrace of Christianity 
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predating all other nations, and a heritage rooted in Anatolia (Asia 
Minor) and the Caucasus for 2,500 years. It is these Armenian children 
whom Aznavour honored in his song, and it is to their children that an 
accounting is owed.

The purpose of this book is neither to prove the existence nor to affirm 
the veracity of the Genocide. It will become apparent in later chapters 
that there is a significant amount of scholarship produced by Turkish 
and, to a smaller extent, American scholars putting forth a completely 
different version of events. Sometimes, these works disagree with the 
facts cited here, and oftentimes with my interpretations and conclu-
sions. This book does not serve to refute these claims or argue with these 
findings. That has already been accomplished by dozens of scholars 
relying upon voluminous evidence stretching from government archives 
to eyewitness testimonials accumulated during the past few decades. All 
of this evidence convinced the International Association of Genocide 
Scholars in 1997 to unanimously assert that the massacres and depor-
tations begun in 1915 of the Armenian population in the Ottoman 
Empire constituted genocide under international law.15 In 2000, Elie 
Wiesel and 125 other notable Holocaust scholars did the same.16 These 
pronouncements reflect the consensus among historians and human 
rights experts about the veracity of the Genocide. This book relies upon 
these declarations and, as evidenced by the sources cited in the Notes, 
often employs the very sources used to arrive at this consensus.

Rather than rehashing old debates, I hope instead to ask and answer 
a very different set of questions that relate to the Armenian—and the 
world’s—response to the catastrophe in subsequent decades. No other 
people have suffered such a warped fate—a trivialization of their suf-
fering and a prolonged assault on the authenticity of their experience. 
And few other people have participated in a global campaign for justice 
that has stretched across the decades. When I came to fully realize just 
how twisted this fate was, it led me to a final question at the center of 
this book: what were the consequences of this almost unprecedented 
delay in justice?

Though many Armenians carried the same emotional cocktail of 
hatred and frustration that burned inside Yanikian, most were loath 
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to renew the violence that had already disfigured their lives. Others 
pursued justice through non-violent means: by building memorials, 
collecting archival information testifying to the Genocide’s veracity, 
lobbying governments to support the Armenians against Turkey’s cam-
paign of denial, and through the courts. Two divergent histories run 
on parallel tracks in this post-Genocide story—one violent and one 
political-legal. Both serve as stark reminders of the consequences of 
justice denied, whenever and wherever it may occur.

The book is also a response to this twisted fate. As a child, I was 
indoctrinated into the Armenian pursuit of justice. As an adult, I ques-
tioned the origins and evolution of this multifaceted struggle. Finally, 
the mystery that intrigued and befuddled me for years felt closer to 
resolution as I completed the last pages of this work.

For many years, the fate befalling the Armenians had been referred to 
as the “forgotten genocide.” Ten years ago, few non-Armenians were 
aware of the Genocide, and even fewer knew more than a handful of 
details about it. The ensuing decade saw a bevy of books, films, and 
educational materials that began to chip away at this widespread igno-
rance. As we approach the one hundredth anniversary of the Genocide, 
in 2015, even fewer people know about the nearly century-long pursuit 
of justice embarked upon by Armenians. Few other movements of 
social justice have spanned so many years and places around the globe. 
And even fewer have captivated a people through the generations. Yet 
little is known about this unique tale, packed with dramatic setbacks 
and advances, and more important, one that offers plenty of lessons 
on the consequences of failing to bring about justice in response to 
genocide. For the children of Armenia, neither the passing of the 
Genocide’s survivors nor the passage of more than nine decades has 
diminished their passion for justice. This book tells the story of this 
enduring passion and unearths a historical quest for justice with few 
comparisons in human history.
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